1914]     AISNE   TO   FIRST   BATTLE   OF  YPRES

and the steady stream of German reinforcements
was pressing back the French and Belgians. By the
28th they had retired almost to the Dismude-Meu-
port railway, which ran on an embankment above
the level of the fields. The Emperor was with the
Duke of Wiirtemberg, and under his eye the German
attack grew hourly in impetus. Another day, and
the Allied left might have been broken.

In that moment of crisis the Belgians played their
last card. Once more they sought aid from the
water, and, after the fashion of their ancestors,
broke down the dykes, The Yser lipped over its
brim, and spread in great lagoons over the flat
meadows. The German forces on the west bank
found themselves floundering in a foot of water,
while their guns were water-logged and deep in mud.
Presently the Belgians prepared a greater destruction.
Far and wide, in all the drainage area of the Yser,
they had succeeded by now in opening the sluices of
the canals. Suddenly on all sides the water rose.
Dammed at its mouth, and fed by a thousand little
floods, the Yser spread itself in seething brown waves
over the whole country up to the railway line. The
depth now was not of inches but of feet. The
Germans, caught in the tide, were drowned in scores.
A black nozzle of a field gun would show for a moment
above the current, and presently disappear. The
attack had failed finally and disastrously. The
Emperor, who had watched the operations through
his glasses, shut them up and turned away. The
coast road was barred, and he must look for success
farther south, at Ypres or La Bassee.
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